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This qualitative case study examines how a preservice English as an Additional 
Language (EAL) teacher from the Faculty of Education at a large Melbourne-based 
university learned to scaffold EAL learning during a two-week practicum in a 
secondary school and the factors shaping his cognition. The data sources include 
individual interviews, oral reflections on lessons and recordings of those same 
lessons. The study was underpinned by a sociocultural perspective on scaffolding 
and van de Pol, Volman, and Beishuizen's (2010) framework for analysing 
scaffolding, which is based on a synthesis of previous models and findings. The 
findings indicate that the preservice teacher implemented a number of scaffolding 
strategies during the EAL practicum. The use of these strategies was shaped by the 
preservice teacher’s theoretical knowledge of scaffolding and belief about its 
importance, which he gained from the teacher education coursework and his prior 
practicum experience. Learning within practice was also found to be important in his 
cognition of scaffolding as through the practicum he developed knowledge about his 
students’ abilities and their difficulties in learning EAL, which are the basis for his 
contingent scaffolding strategies. Based on the findings, the paper suggests that 
instructional scaffolding is an important area of professional learning, especially for 
teachers working with EAL students, and needs to be explicitly built into teacher 
education in both coursework and the teaching practicum. 
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Introduction 
In Australian government schooling, the population of EAL students is continually growing 
and increasing in diversity. According to the Department of Education and Training (2018), 
in 2015/6 in the state of Victoria 28% of students came from language backgrounds other 
than English (LBOTE), equating to 159,863 students in Victorian government schools (an 
increase from 153,277 in 2014 and 145,369 in 2013).  In 2016, there were 6,481 newly-arrived 
students from 135 language backgrounds (compared to 125 language backgrounds in 2015), 
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and 58,714 students eligible for additional support for learning EAL in a mainstream school. 
These students have diverse cultural, linguistic, and educational backgrounds, with the 
newly-arrived students alone born in 127 countries. EAL students may be presented with a 
number of challenges in EAL learning due to, for example, limited or no previous education, 
varied level of literacy experience in their main language, differences between language 
systems, intercultural awareness, assumed cultural understanding, and expectations 
regarding schooling.  
 
Faced with the above-mentioned high level of challenge, these students require rich 
support to develop the English language skills and knowledge necessary to access the 
mainstream curriculum and to function effectively in Australian schooling (Department of 
Education and Training, 2015). It has been argued that optimal learning happens when 
students1 are faced with a high level of challenge and provided with a high level of support 
(Gibbons, 2009; Mariani, 1997). This view is grounded in Vygotsky’s (1978, 1987) 
sociocultural theory (SCT) of learning, which sees intellectual development as originating in 
interaction and sociocultural contexts of learning and teaching. It recognises that when 
provided with scaffolding, students can reach a higher level of performance than when 
unassisted (Vygotsky, 1978).  
                                                     
1 Various terms are used in the literature review to refer to the person who provides 
scaffolding and those who receive it, such as adult/child, tutor/tutee, and teacher/student. 
This is to maintain the original contextual essence of the theories and research in their varied 
contexts. In the current paper, we focus on a sub-set of scaffolding practices provided by a 
preservice teacher to secondary EAL students. 
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Teacher scaffolding has been claimed to positively enhance language learning 
(Gibbons, 2009; Hammond & Gibbons, 2005; Riazi & Rezaii, 2011; Walqui, 2006). Therefore, 
second language teacher education emphasises developing preservice teachers’ ability to 
scaffold EAL learning (Many, Dewberry, Taylor, & Coady, 2009; Newell & Connors, 2011). 
The teaching practicum is an important opportunity for preservice teachers to translate their 
theoretical understanding into practice in a classroom context. Therefore, much attention has 
been paid to language teacher learning during practicums. Some of the common issues of 
interest include identity development (Dang, 2013; Gao & Benson, 2012; Nguyen, 2017; 
Trent, 2013), emotion (Dang, 2013; Golombek & Doran, 2014; Nguyen, 2014), the challenges 
in collaborating with mentor teachers (Farrell, 2008; Nguyen, 2014; Nguyen & Parr, 2018; 
Trent, 2013; Yuan & Lee, 2015) as well as positive influences of mentoring (Gao & Benson, 
2012; Urzúa & Vásquez, 2008). However, there is a paucity of research exploring preservice 
language teachers’ cognition of pedagogical practices during the practicum (Borg, 2011; 
Nguyen & Brown, 2016), including in the area of instructional scaffolding (Many et al., 
2009).  
 
In this study, we draw on the concept of teacher cognition, which is defined as “what 
teachers do” in their professional context in relation to what they “think, know, and believe” 
(Borg, 2011, p. 218). We conceptualise instructional scaffolding as including both macro 
designed-in scaffolding and micro interactional scaffolding (Hammond & Gibbons, 2005; 
Many et al., 2009). Macro scaffolding refers to the support designed when teachers plan for 
instructional experiences while micro scaffolding is teachers’ response to teachable moments 
during instruction itself (Hammond & Gibbons, 2005). 
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Although the scaffolding strategies featured in this article are not novel ideas, 
exploring how a preservice teacher might practice the strategies in a real teaching context as 
opposed to micro-teaching situations is a new perspective that this article contributes to the 
field of EAL teacher education. The insights from this could potentially inform EAL teacher 
education in developing culturally and contextually responsive teachers able to meet the 
diverse needs of their students. The article also adds to the scant literature on pedagogical 
practices by preservice teachers during the practicum. In aiming to meet some of the 
discussed challenges, this study investigates the following research questions: 
1. How did the preservice teacher scaffold EAL learning in the practicum?  
2. What factors shaped the preservice teacher’s cognition of instructional scaffolding ? 
 
 
Theoretical framework 
The education field, and language education in particular, has seen increasing popularity of 
sociocultural theory. Lantolf and colleagues (Lantolf, 2000b, 2006; Lantolf & Beckett, 2009) 
provide fairly comprehensive timelines and reviews of a large evolving body of research 
into language learning from a sociocultural perspective. Within this literature, two 
important sociocultural concepts are the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) (Vygotsky, 
1978) and the “scaffolding” metaphor developed by Wood, Bruner, and Ross (1976). This 
section discusses these two concepts, the relationship between them and the implications 
they have for EAL education. 
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The zone of proximal development 
‘ZPD’ was proposed to conceptualise how cognitive development occurs in children (Ohta, 
2005). Vygotsky defined ZPD as “the distance between the actual development level as 
determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as 
determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more 
capable peers” (1978, p. 86). He argued that in order to understand the relations of cognitive 
development to learning capacity, both the actual and potential levels of development must 
be established. According to Vygotsky (1978), the former “defines functions that have 
already matured, that is, the end product of development” (p. 86); it is the learner’s ability to 
solve a problem unassisted. The latter “defines those functions that have not yet matured 
but are in the process of maturation, functions that will mature tomorrow but are currently 
in an embryonic state” (p. 86), that is, skills that the learner can perform only with 
assistance. ZPD is the distance between these two levels of development.  
 
Lantolf and Appel (1994) highlighted two aspects critical to Vygotskian theory and 
posited that the ZPD as a part of the theory should be understood with regards to them. The 
first aspect is the interaction between an adult or a more capable peer who already knows 
how to solve a problem and a novice who does not. Vygotsky’s concept of ZPD is 
underpinned by a core sociocultural tenet that learning is a social process. Through this 
social interaction in the ZPD, the adult or more capable peer assists the novice in 
internalising higher mental functions. The second aspect is the use of mediating tools, such 
as language, books or other artefacts, which enable collaboration and assistance to take place 
in the ZPD, enabling the transition from intermental activity (i.e., mental activity in social 
interactions) to intramental activity (i.e., mental activity within the individual).  
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Vygotsky’s notion of ZPD has been interpreted variedly (Kinginger, 2002; Lantolf, 
2000a; Wells, 1999). In second language education, it has been adapted and applied beyond 
the context of child–adult relationship that is originally associated with the ZPD concept. 
Some researchers hold that the interaction within the ZPD requires an expert and a novice 
(see Lantolf, 2000a; Nassaji & Cumming, 2000). Some broaden the scope of ZPD to include 
peer collaboration (Antón & Dicamilla, 1999; Carmichael-Wong & Vine, 2004; De Guerrero & 
Villamil, 2000; Ohta, 2000). Others contend that ZPD should be understood as task-specific, 
reciprocal, open-ended, and emergent (Wells, 1999) rather than a fixed-trait of a learner 
(Chaiklin, 2003; Nassaji & Swain, 2000). Despite the varied understandings, all of these 
authors have identified key components of ZPD, including a problem or task and a person 
who when provided with assistance in the ZPD, can perform better than when no assistance 
is provided. ZPD is also linked closely to another sociocultural concept – scaffolding, via the 
mediation being other-regulated before it is self-regulated (Lantolf & Thorne, 2007). 
 
Scaffolding  
The metaphor of scaffolding was introduced by Wood et al. (1976) for the support provided 
to a child or novice by an adult or expert in one-on-one playful tutorial interactions. Such 
scaffolding “enables a child or novice to solve a problem, carry out a task or achieve a goal 
which would be beyond his [sic] unassisted efforts” (p. 90). The researchers suggest six 
characteristics of successful scaffolding: (a) recruiting the tutee’s interest in the task; (b) 
reducing the degree of freedom in the task to make it manageable to the tutee; (c) 
maintaining goal direction; (d) marking critical features; (e) controlling frustration; and (f) 
modelling solutions to the task (p. 98). They argue that scaffolding may result in 
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“development of task competence by the learner at a pace that would far outstrip his [sic] 
unassisted efforts” (p. 90).  
 
 The essence of Wood et al.’s (1976) notion of scaffolding was that the child was given 
a task above his/her current ability but within his/her capacity. The child played with the 
task for a while, and the adult only intervened when the child had difficulty and needed 
support. Finally, if the child could “pace the task for himself [sic]”, the tutor then “left the 
child to his [sic] own devices” and only intervened when the child stopped or struggled with 
constructing (p. 92). This procedure is characterised as graduated, contingent (Carmichael-
Wong & Vine, 2004; Lantolf & Aljaafreh, 1995), mediated (Tabak, 2004), and fading (Pea, 
2004; Sherin, Reiser, & Edelson, 2004).  
 
 There have been varied interpretations of scaffolding in various contexts including, for 
example, formal child or adult educational contexts, interaction between parents and 
children, mainstream schooling as well as second language education, which makes it a 
complex construct. Its use has expanded beyond face-to-face expert–novice or adult–child 
interactions to encompass peer collaboration (Barnard, 2002; De Guerrero & Villamil, 2000; 
Nguyen, 2013), interaction between a teacher and a group of students (Davis & Miyake, 
2004; Many et al., 2009), and online interaction (Rambe, 2012).  
 
In reviewing a decade of research on teachers’ scaffolding, van de Pol et al. (2010) 
arrived at an integrative framework for analysing scaffolding that distinguishes five 
intentions and six means of scaffolding. The intentions are direction maintenance, cognitive 
structuring, reduction of the degrees of freedom, recruitment, and contingency 
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management/frustration control. The scaffolding means are feeding back, giving hints, instructing, 
explaining, modelling, and questioning. Whilst these means are largely clear from their names, 
the intentions need further explanation.  
 
The first of these, direction maintenance, relates to the support of metacognitive 
activity and ensuring that attention to learning and goals is enduring. Cognitive structuring 
aids the cognition of students via the teacher providing schemas or explanations for 
students to use to organize new information and experience. Reduction of the degrees of 
freedom also assists with the cognitive functions of students, by reducing demands on them 
by completing elements beyond their current level of development, therefore simplifying the 
task. The final two intentions concern scaffolding students’ affect. Recruitment involves 
engaging interest in the task and supporting task-oriented participation. Finally, contingency 
management/frustration control involves maintaining motivation and high-level performance 
through reward, punishment and minimising frustration. It is through these intentions and 
the means which can be associated with each of them, that the transfer of responsibility shifts 
to the students as the support of the teacher fades over time. During this process contingency 
is key in that the teacher adjusts his/her scaffolding to the current needs of the students (van 
de Pol et al., 2010). This ensures that teachers are working in ZPD and not providing too 
much or too little scaffolding. 
 
Research on scaffolding in second language education 
Whilst scaffolding can be used in the completion of any task, when considered alongside 
ZPD, the focus is on the development in the learner and eventual self-regulation with the 
relinquishing of control (Lantolf & Thorne, 2007). This makes it a particularly useful lens for 
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analysing classroom-based second language learning and differentiates it from general 
teaching.  
 
According to SCT, second language learners need both “challenge and effective 
support” in teaching/learning (Storch, 2017, p. 77) and the theory therefore promotes 
awareness of the importance of scaffolding in enabling development. There have been a 
range of methods and task types employed in studies of scaffolding. Recently there has been 
increased use of experimental designs which measure the impact of scaffolding in contrast 
to other teaching conditions for example in writing (Riazi & Rezaii, 2011; Storch, 2017). 
There have further been calls for teachers to critically reflect on their practices (Storch, 2017). 
Still there are few accounts of the reflection on development of scaffolding strategies and 
how this is done. Notable exceptions include McCormick and Donato’s (2000) study of the 
use of questions by one instructor in a university setting and Hammond and Gibbons’ (2005) 
model based on practice and action-research. There has also been some research examining 
how preservice teachers use scaffolding in instruction within K–5 classrooms (Many et al., 
2009; Many, Taylor, Wang, Sachs, & Schreiber, 2007) and in English language arts in 
secondary schools (Newell & Connors, 2011). Gaps in the current literature include studies 
that engage with preservice teachers’ instructional scaffolding during school-based EAL 
teaching practicum. This motivated the current study on a preservice EAL teacher’s 
scaffolding during practicum in a secondary school. 
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Methodology 
Research design 
The present study uses a qualitative case study design with a focus on a preservice teacher, 
Frank, while on an EAL secondary practicum.2 A case study is “an empirical inquiry that 
investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-life context, especially 
when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (Yin, 2009, 
p. 18). A case study and qualitative approach allows for in-depth understandings of a 
phenomenon, in this case Frank’s scaffolding in an EAL context.  
 
Participant and settings 
The study focuses on a convenience case, namely Frank, who was a preservice teacher 
enrolled in an EAL program at Greystone University. One of the authors visited a 
coursework class to explain the research and recruit participants, and Frank volunteered to 
consent and participate in the study. There was no prior relationship between the 
researchers and Frank. Frank, a Singaporean man in his early 30s, had been in Australia for 
five years. He entered the double Business–EAL teacher education program with rich and 
varied professional experiences stemming from a Bachelor of Business Management and 
several vocational certificates including childcare and then education. He considers himself 
a native speaker of English because he has been speaking it since he was born and all his 
school subjects were taught in English.  
 
                                                     
2 All institutional and personal names within the study are pseudonyms. 
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Founded in the 1960s, Redwood Secondary College is a culturally diverse learning-
community located in a multicultural area of the Southern Metropolitan Region in 
Melbourne, Victoria. It is a co-educational government secondary school with an enrolment 
of about 400 students. The school has a large cohort of EAL students from a range of 
backgrounds, including migrants, permanent residents, and recent arrivals. Many of the 
students were refugees from low socio-economic backgrounds and had limited access to 
previous education and, via this being the case intergenerationally, academic culture at 
home. Year 7 and 8 EAL students have small intensive classes and extra EAL support. Year 
10s, 11s, and 12s also have extra support in EAL to help them perform better in the Victorian 
Certificate of Education (final two years of secondary schooling, which form the basis of the 
score used for tertiary education entrance). Year 9s, however, did not receive extra EAL 
support (e.g., individual or group withdrawal support) in addition to their regular EAL 
classes, which were run weekly through four 48 minute periods.  
 
The study took place during the second of two practicums. This round was in the 
second semester of the teacher education program and lasted five weeks. Student teachers 
taught EAL for two weeks and spent the remaining three weeks teaching their second 
specialist subjects. Frank taught Year 9 classes during the EAL practicum under research. 
The school did not have a curriculum document for EAL at the time, but Frank was expected 
to teach them any of a range of types of writing including creative, personal, expository, 
discursive, and argumentative writing. 
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Data collection and analysis 
Interview is an effective way for researchers to interact with participants and understand 
their activity and interpretation of it (Neuman, 2011). This study collected data through 
three individual interviews with Frank before, in the middle of and after the practicum in 
order to understand Frank’s scaffolding practice and the factors shaping his cognition of 
scaffolding. Questions about scaffolding strategies were guided by the theoretical 
framework described above and analysis of Frank’s lesson plans and lesson recordings.  
Each interview lasted 45-60 minutes. Other triangulated data sources include Frank’s 27 
minutes of oral reflection on teaching, which shed further light into his scaffolding and 
driving factors, and his six self-audio-recorded lessons (totalling approximately 290 
minutes), which provide real-time evidence of his scaffolding practice. While the other data 
were transcribed verbatim, notes were taken while listening to the lesson recordings as we 
did not have permission to analyse speech from students. 
 
The transcribed data were then analysed using qualitative content analysis (Merriam, 
2009), which means the transcripts were analysed closely with attention to content rather 
than linguistic and discourse features. This allows for a holistic and comprehensive 
examination of complex social phenomena (Kohlbacher, 2006) and efficient classification of 
rich amounts of textual data into themes in-line with the research questions (Hsieh & 
Shannon, 2005). To support data analysis, NVivo 10 Software was used for storing, 
organising, retrieving, and coding data. Data coding was performed on NVivo by one of the 
researcher-authors without using NVivo’s automatic analysis functions because these are 
not useful in such qualitative analysis that aims to understand the nuances of meaning and 
the experiences and interpretations of the participants. The data were coded against the 
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scaffolding strategies described in the theoretical framework (van de Pol et al., 2010) and 
related influential factors.. A code is used at the end of each data excerpt to indicate the data 
source, with F.IN.1, F.IN.2 and F.IN.3 referring to Frank’s interviews; and F.R to Frank’s 
reflection. Less relevant parts of talk were ellipted and replaced with […] in the quotes used 
in this paper.   
 
Findings and discussion 
Scaffolding practice 
The data show a number of scaffolding strategies that Frank used in supporting his EAL 
students. His scaffolding was firstly evident in his integration of a structured vocabulary 
book with other aspects of EAL learning and content areas. Frank’s scaffolding was 
informed by his understanding the students’ unassisted abilities; that is, the actual level of 
development in ZPD (Vygotsky, 1978). In a reflective entry, Frank commented: 
I’ve got kids in there like I said who are S1, barely S2 in any of the skills and yet they 
walk out of my classroom and go to Maths, Humanities and Science, so I know 
they’re not coping. They come to me and tell me they’re not coping. [….]. They’re 
very very weak, and they’re not very confident at all. (F.R) 
Here, Frank demonstrated an understanding of the students’ difficulties, seen through their 
low proficiency levels (e.g., S1, S23), their struggles in content areas, and their lack of 
confidence in using English. Frank’s decision to focus on vocabulary seems to have strong 
theoretical underpinnings since vocabulary has long been considered central to second 
language learning (Nation, 1990, 2001; Richards, 1976) and “without vocabulary nothing can 
be conveyed” (Wilkins, 1972, pp. 111-112).  
                                                     
3 S1, S2 refer to some of the stages of the EAL Developmental Continuum used in Victorian secondary 
schools to assess EAL learners. 
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Frank continued to explain how he used the vocabulary book to assist vocabulary 
development: 
At the start of the second week, which is now, I started to get them to use a 
vocabulary book. So, I bought for them an exercise book. So, everybody has got an 
exercise book, and I had to tell them to divide each page into three, write down 
words that they don’t understand on one column, write down the meaning of the 
word either in English or in their own language, you know, whatever easier for 
them, at the second column. And the third column will be using that word in a 
sentence, so they have to write down a whole new sentence. (F.R) 
The excerpt clearly shows Frank’s cognitive structuring intention (i.e., the teacher offers 
“explanatory and belief structures that organise and justify” (Tharp & Gallimore, 1988, p. 
63)) and instructing means (i.e., the teacher tells the students what to do (van de Pol et al., 
2010)). By instructing the students to divide each page of the book into three columns, Frank 
created a cognitive structure to assist the students’ learning and provided the opportunity for 
them to learn the form of words, their dictionary meaning, and their use in a specific context 
of a sentence. In the recorded lesson in which Frank introduced the vocabulary books and in 
those after it, Frank reminds students to use the book and how to do so. There is evidence of 
cognitive structuring in his highlighting of the purposes for this and the means of modelling 
this strategy of vocabulary learning and explaining. There has been empirical evidence to 
suggest that drawing students’ attention to form, meaning and use of words in context 
reinforces learning of vocabulary and increases the chance that students will be able to use 
the words (Nation & Gu, 2007; Nation & Laufer, 2012). In this way, Frank is scaffolding their 
development but also setting up the transfer of responsibility (van de Pol et al., 2010). In 
lessons where words are explained, the recordings show that students are encouraged to 
add the words they have learned the meaning of but also to later use a dictionary to check in 
the case of any terms they still find unclear.  
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Over the lessons, Frank introduced new elements to this task, mentioning that they 
can use their home language in defining the terms and suggesting that it should be used in 
all classes, not just EAL. The building of vocabulary can be understood as a goal Frank 
developed and held for more than one individual EAL lesson: 
So, this vocabulary book helps them to write down the words that they don’t 
understand. They can be used in any subjects. So, in any subject that they don’t 
understand a word, they write down the word in the book, look in the dictionary. 
And maybe if they don’t understand it in the dictionary, they can look for an answer 
online in their own language what it is. They have to write that down in the second 
column. So, after they know what the word is, what the word looks like and how 
what it means they can then try to use it in a sentence [….]. It’s a long-term activity. 
(F.IN.2) 
This extract shows that the vocabulary book as a tool for Frank’s scaffolding was intended 
for use beyond any given EAL lesson to transfer to multiple EAL lessons, other subjects, in-
class use, and out-of-class use. This shows his direction maintenance strategy to ensure the 
students’ effort is enduring. Following is a more specific example of how Frank integrated 
the vocabulary book in reading lessons where he used the scaffolding means frustration 
control and modelling, as he described in the following extract: 
Well, in the classroom […] when I asked them to read out a passage, they were more 
confident to try and read it out. And if they’re not so confident, their friends will 
help them along. And if they mispronounce something, they know that they’re not 
allowed to laugh at their friends; they’ll try and correct them. So, if they said 
something wrong, if they read something wrong, then they will tell them what the 
appropriate pronunciation of the word is. I will, if some words are really really big, I 
will write it on the board and I’ll cut the word out. I’ll tell the child how to break the 
word up into, you know, small chunks so that they can read it, and I say you can do 
this with any words. You just break it up into a few chunks so that you can read. 
(F.IN.2) 
Here, Frank reflects on an attempt to minimise possible frustration for the less confident 
students to keep working on the reading task by encouraging peer support and providing 
support when needed. It can also be inferred that Frank had established a rule that did not 
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allow other students to laugh at their peers. Instead of laughing, the students were 
encouraged to help their friends. The second half of the extract clearly revealed Frank’s 
modelling, which involved offering behaviour for imitation (Wood et al., 1976) and 
demonstrating particular skills (Tharp & Gallimore, 1988). Evidently, the skill/behaviour 
that Frank demonstrated here was breaking long or difficult words down into syllables to 
facilitate pronunciation so that later, when the students encountered such a difficulty, they 
could apply the same strategy. 
 
 Another example is Frank’s reflection on his plan to provide scaffolding for EAL 
learning through his integration of vocabulary development in writing lessons: 
I’m going to get them to pick some of the words that they know how to use and put 
them into a story as well so that it works and then they can go, 'I can confidently use 
this new word. I’ve clocked it. I don’t need to worry about this word anymore 
because I know what it means and I know how to use it. And if I encounter this word 
somewhere else, I can go back and go, OK, so how did I use this word? So, this 
means this. Now even that if I don’t look at the dictionary, I can guess what the word 
means.' (F.R) 
In this excerpt, Frank seems to have a clear goal in mind that through his scaffolding for 
using newly-learned words in writing a story, his students would develop productive 
vocabulary which they could access and use beyond the instructional context. The lesson 
recordings provide evidence that Frank actually carried out this plan and the students had 
opportunity to use their selected words in writing a longer piece. This activity is an example 
of reduction of the degrees of freedom which Frank used to encourage his students to complete 
elements beyond their current level of development in terms of their ability to use the 
newly-learned words.  
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Frank’s scaffolding for vocabulary learning was further evident in his recruitment of 
interest from the students in keeping this vocabulary book so they could benefit from it. He 
elaborated on this:   
Then I said, ‘For every five words in your vocabulary book that you showed to me 
that you know how to use, you get a point,’ so encourage them to use their, to look 
for more words in other subjects that they don’t know, not just English. You know, 
they can look for it in science or humanity subjects and if they don’t understand a 
word, write it in their book, look for it in the dictionary, write a sentence, come and 
look for me and then we’ll sign it off, and they know how to use this word, and it’s 
good. So, you have the visual representation of what they can do, and at the end of 
the day the weakest person will have at least a couple of words in his [sic] book, so 
they will know ‘Oh, look! At the start, I had zero, now I know this many words.’ So 
[…] it’s an achievement for them. (F.R) 
Frank recruited interest in the task by awarding points that he used for assessing if the 
students were eligible to have a party at the end of the practicum. Understanding that all of 
the students wanted the party, Frank used this as an incentive to encourage them to 
participate in a rewarded learning experience. This extract also revealed a means of 
scaffolding called contingency management/frustration control. In the recordings, some 
students frequently ask about the points system and the current tally showing that this was 
effective in keeping these students motivated and facilitating engagement in tasks through 
this delayed larger reward. The party, as opposed to just chocolates or sweets, was 
something that the students actually suggested, so they were recruited even in the formation 
of the reward. 
 
 Our analysis of the data above shows some evidence that Frank’s scaffolding 
strategies contributed to his students’ extended ability in their ZPD. The students’ higher 
development level is also described in Frank’s reflection and interview excerpts below: 
So, you have the visual representation of what they can do, and at the end of the day 
the weakest person will have at least a couple of words in his book, so they will 
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know 'Oh, look! At the start, I had zero. Now I know this many words'. So […] it’s an 
achievement for them. (F.R) 
Quite a few of the students who are, who want to improve themselves, they have 
been very diligent and writing lots of words that they don’t understand. And I keep 
reminding them to look it up in the dictionary and then what we’ll do is that we’ll 
have a sharing to see, you know, what have we learnt. And I congratulate students 
who have learnt a few more words than they know in the past. (F.IN.2) 
Students’ extended ability in these excerpts means a larger and developing vocabulary size 
as a result of the scaffolding Frank provided through the use of the vocabulary book. He 
reflected particularly on one student’s increased ability in English language thanks to his 
scaffolding: 
There’s a girl who’s a bit... who’s very weak. She does understand Cambodian pretty 
well and she can read and write in Cambodian but she has trouble with recognizing 
English, so I have suggested that she actually carries a dictionary with her so that she 
could look up the words. I don’t care if it’s an English dictionary or a translated 
dictionary so that she can figure out words as she goes along and she should write all 
the words that she has to look up in her book so that she doesn’t need to look up the 
dictionary all the time. And then as her competence level started to grow, she’ll be 
able to use the dictionary less, she’ll be able to converse better with her friends, and I 
was then able to scaffold her better. (F.R) 
 
Teacher cognition of scaffolding 
Earlier in this article, we conceptualised teacher practice as a dimension of teacher cognition 
using what Borg refers to as “what teachers do” in relation to what they “think, know, and 
believe” (2011, p. 218). The section immediately above presents and discusses our findings in 
relation to what Frank does in terms of scaffolding EAL learning. It also reveals some 
insights into what Frank knows in terms of his students’ ability levels and the challenges they 
faced in their transition to Australian schooling. In this section, we present some further 
insights into his understanding of scaffolding and what he thinks, knows, and believes that 
might have shaped his cognition.  
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First of all, the data show Frank’s growing understanding of how to provide effective 
scaffolding for EAL learning as he transitioned from coursework at university to the EAL 
practicum. One of the key concepts of sociocultural theory is appropriation of mediational 
tools (Leontiev, 1981; Wertsch, 1991). In teaching, this refers to the process whereby “a 
person adopts the pedagogical tools available for use in particular social environments (e.g., 
schools, pre-service programs) and through this process internalises ways of thinking 
endemic to specific cultural practices (e.g., using phonics to teach reading)” (Grossman, 
Smagorinsky, & Valencia, 1999, p. 15). Appropriation of tools is not simply internalisation of 
the tools, but involves localisations, adaptations, and modifications (Newell, Gingrich, & 
Johnson, 2001). In this study, Frank had learned about the theoretical concept and practical 
strategies for scaffolding in his coursework, applied some of the strategies in his previous 
practicum, and further appropriated this tool in the current practicum. As he continued 
developing his understanding of the students’ characteristics and needs, towards the end of 
the EAL practicum Frank had appropriated scaffolding as a tool and successfully embarked 
on meeting the needs of the students. The findings overall show that Frank was able to carry 
out context responsive teaching (Boon & Lewthwaite, 2015; Le, 2018) which involves his 
localisations, adaptations, and modifications of scaffolding as a pedagogical tool to suit the 
particular teaching context at hand. 
 
Secondly, Frank appears to know about scaffolding from the coursework he 
completed at university, and he had an opportunity to apply scaffolding techniques during 
his Business practicum preceding the EAL placement: 
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The Pedagogy [unit] is good, telling us how to scaffold, telling us how students learn 
is important. [….] In my previous placement, I had a couple of students whose main 
language was not English. They came from China. And although their command of 
English was not great, they knew the concept, but they were not able to express as 
much and not confident in expressing themselves. So, learning about the techniques 
and how to scaffold students was helpful. (F.IN.1) 
The data show that, by the time Frank entered the EAL practicum, he had developed some 
scaffolding techniques through coursework and had experience using them in the first 
practicum. This can be seen as the basis he needed to continue scaffolding practice in the 
second practicum. The excerpt above also reveals Frank’s belief that scaffolding is an 
important and helpful tool for EAL teaching. 
 
 Moreover, Frank’s knowledge about scaffolding did not only originate in his 
learning from university coursework and previous teaching experience. He also learned to 
scaffold EAL learning within his practice during the current practicum. He recounted the 
following when asked to reflect on the main things that he learned during the EAL 
practicum: 
Well, a bit more aware of, like, in EAL there’re a lot of things that you cannot, like, 
talk about, depending on where the students come from. Some of them are, like, 
refugees, so you don’t want to talk about like their home countries. […] Some of 
them are refugees and are, like, orphans, so they don’t have their parents. So, you 
don’t want to talk about, like, ‘What does your mum or dad do?’, that kind of thing. 
They’ve got nothing to say about that. You know, some of them have not, like, 
picked up story books to read, so they don’t know what’s in a story book. Things like 
that I have to learn how to give them good scaffolding. Otherwise they can't pick it 
up. (F.IN.3) 
Apparently, Frank had learned a great deal about his students’ social, economic and 
academic background ‘on the job’. This assisted him in providing effective, contingent 
scaffolding that matched their needs and circumstances. In particular, the intentions related 
to affect, recruitment and contingency management/frustration control, could be difficult in 
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circumstances that exclude the students’ experiences and prevent them from having 
opportunities to contribute. 
 
Conclusions and implications 
As in many places within Australian, and indeed many internationally, Victorian EAL 
classrooms are increasingly diverse. Students need support to develop their abilities in EAL 
in increasingly complex environments, and scaffolding has been found to be an effective 
way to do this (Gibbons, 2009; Hammond & Gibbons, 2005; Riazi & Rezaii, 2011; Walqui, 
2006). Following SCT and the notion of ZPD, scaffolding allows increased ability through 
someone reducing and focussing the task for the novice (van de Pol et al., 2010). EAL teacher 
education, including at Greystone University, recognises the importance of preservice 
teachers developing these skills, so they are emphasised in programs. Despite this 
importance in both learning and teaching being noted, there has been little research on how 
student teachers learn to provide instructional scaffolding on practicums. 
 
Through the case study of Frank, and using a collection of data types, this article has 
provided a qualitative exploration of scaffolding practice and factors which influence 
Frank’s cognition of instructional scaffolding. The findings show that, firstly, a range of 
scaffolding means and intentions were inherent in Frank’s lessons in his efforts to support 
EAL learning. For instance, through students’ vocabulary journals, the intention of cognitive 
structuring was evident and achieved via the means of instructing, modelling and explaining. 
Furthermore, the role of the party as a reward and accruing points demonstrated recruitment 
and contingency management/frustration control. Frank’s reflection and other sources of data 
suggest these were successful ways for him to both extend and support the students’ EAL 
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learning. Importantly, these may further have supported student development beyond his 
teaching round through introducing new tools for mediation. 
 
Secondly, a number of factors contributed to shaping Frank’s cognition of 
instructional scaffolding, including what he learned during coursework, previous practicum 
experience, and his professional learning during the practicum. Frank became increasingly 
aware of and willing to respond to students’ current levels of development, and learned to 
alter his lesson plan to ensure he was asking students to perform at an appropriate level, 
that is, providing challenge but sufficient support to meet this. Frank was able to recognise 
that students needed the task to be more focussed and elements to be explained clearly 
before they could engage with it in the way he had originally planned. These exemplify 
learning to responsively apply theory presented in education (Boon & Lewthwaite, 2015; Le, 
2018).  
 
Whilst the study design of a case study results in a rich account rather than 
generalisability, the findings imply that what teachers “think, know, and believe” (Borg, 
2011, p. 128) might vary across individuals due to different levels of experiences and 
backgrounds, resulting in variations in what they “do” in providing instructional 
scaffolding for EAL learning. Teacher educators, therefore, need to move away from 
focusing solely on the mechanical side of preservice teachers’ practice towards 
understanding preservice teachers’ as whole persons learning to teach (Johnson, 2009). 
 
Finally, the study demonstrates that instructional scaffolding, despite being a form of 
teaching, distinguishes itself from general teaching due to a range of processes and 
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characteristics. Instructional scaffolding is complex and involves the teacher’s 
understanding of theoretical concepts, contextual knowledge including knowledge of the 
learners’ needs, and appropriate practical strategies contingent on the teaching situations. 
Therefore, preservice teachers must be supported in their learning of instructional 
scaffolding throughout coursework and practicums to achieve high level of appropriation. 
Teacher educators should draw connections between theory and practice as much as 
possible to aid the preservice teachers’ transition to teaching. Teacher education programs 
that prepare students for scaffolding, prime them for practice, but they still need to utilise 
these ideas to develop their skills in instructional scaffolding. The practicum is found to be a 
crucial site for this learning to take place. To this end, school-based mentors can assist in the 
development of scaffolding skills through feedback and guidance during practicum, with 
student teachers able to improve their abilities even within relatively short practicum 
periods. Mentors are more familiar with EAL learners and the teaching context, so their 
support is particularly important in developing preservice teachers’ knowledge of the 
learners and curriculum context because these are the basis for implementing successful 
scaffolding.  
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